Teamwork - a matter of balance and insight by Roberts, Alan G.
  
 
COVER SHEET 
 
 
 
Roberts, Alan G (2002) Teamwork - a matter of balance and insight. Perspectives on 
Educational Leadership 12(6). 
 
Copyright 2002 Australian Council For Educational Leaders 
 
Accessed from:  https://eprints.qut.edu.au/secure/00003530/01/Perspectives-
Roberts.pdf 
 
  
  
 
Teamwork – a matter of balance and insight 
Alan Roberts, School of Cultural and Language Studies - QUT    
 
 
 
 
Teamwork doesn’t appear magically just because someone 
mouths the words. It doesn’t thrive just because of the presence 
of talent and ambition. It doesn’t flourish simply because a team 
has tasted success. (Kriegel and Brandt 1996, p.120)  
 
Why are some teams better than others — and in particular why do 
some teams never appear to be successful, no matter how good their 
membership or how strong their collective will to succeed? While 
teamwork and team approaches are often enthusiastically promoted 
and embraced by principals in schools, we need only a limited 
experience with teams to appreciate that “collaborative situations are 
also full of contradictions, competition, and conflicts” (Lipponen 
2002, p. 76). It may be useful for educational leaders to reflect on 
situations where the success or failure of a task has been largely 
dictated by the quality of the interrelationships achieved with other 
people within the group. Such interrelationships may be thrust upon 
us through formal organisational structures of the school or 
informally through a group of individual teachers wanting to 
maximise the achievement of a shared goal through the pooling of 
their expertise.   
While team development is seldom straightforward, the overriding 
expectation remains that at some point the team will ‘get lucky’ in 
terms of its mix of personalities and the kinds of leadership that 
emerges among its members will bring the group from ‘Forming to 
Performing’1 with a minimum of struggle (Robbins and Finley 
2000). However, what if the mix of personalities is not lucky and 
the leadership that emerges fails to effectively move the team 
forward. In short how can the odds of success be increased?  
It has been suggested that most managers or leaders have a 
preoccupation with obtaining technical diversity when forming a 
team and overlook the need to balance team-player styles (Parker 
cited in Oravec 1996). That is, teams are often brought together on 
the basis of their functional role (eg., marketing and accounting) or 
in schools, on the basis of subject departments or perhaps on equity 
concerns. As Belbin (1993) suggests, the obvious differences are the 
first to be used. As important as technical diversity or other 
concerns are, there is surely much to be gained by more objectively 
ensuring the team is ‘lucky’ in terms of its mix of personalities—
such that it will move from forming to performing as quickly as 
possible. It is the failure to be fully cognisant of each team 
member’s personal style that is more likely to lead to a prolonged 
‘Storming’ stage than any lack of diversity of technical skills. 
Indeed, it is suggested that we can forget the team concept if we are 
not prepared to manage the players and the way they fit (or don’t) 
into the group (Kriegel and Brandt 1996). Thus it is argued that we 
need to place a far greater emphasis on ensuring a balance within 
teams in terms of each individual’s ‘team-role preference’. Here 
team role preference is defined as the tendency of an individual to 
behave, contribute and interrelate with others at work in certain 
distinctive ways (Belbin 1993).  
                                               
1
 This is from Tuckman’s (1995) now rather enduring model of team 
development stages i.e., Forming, Storming, Norming and Performing. 
While the types of behaviour in which people can potentially engage 
are infinite, it is proposed that the range of useful behaviours that 
make an effective contribution to team performance is limited 
(Belbin, 1993). After working with organizations globally, 
Margerison and McCann (1995)—developers of Team Management 
Systems (TMS)—have found that the ‘types of work’ teams must 
undertake if they to be successful is essentially as follows: 
1. Advising: Gathering and reporting information 
2. Innovating: Creating and experimenting with ideas 
3. Promoting: Exploring and presenting opportunities 
4. Developing: Assessing and testing the applicability of new 
approaches 
5. Organising: Establishing and implementing ways of making 
things work 
6. Producing: Concluding and delivering outputs 
7. Inspecting: Controlling and auditing the working of systems 
8. Maintaining: Upholding and safeguarding standards and 
processes                                                                   
9. Linking: Coordinating and integrating the work of others  
Within this range of tasks individuals actually prefer to limit the 
behaviours that they will utilise. That is, we have a tendency to 
PRACTISE what we PREFER and become more PROFICIENT in 
our preferred area and way of working (Margerison and McCann 
1997). An individual’s team role preference seemingly may develop 
relatively early in life. By way of illustration, Stevens (2000) reports 
the preferred work patterns of adults working in an architectural 
firm compared with the efforts of a class of Grade 7 students 
engaged in a design exercise. Students like adults demonstrated a 
marked preference for particular work and ways of working. Some 
students preferred to work at the broad conceptual design level 
while others sought the detailed activity of plotting the design on a 
computer. The strength of preference displayed by the students was 
subsequently evidenced by the extent to which they sought to 
sabotage efforts by the teacher to rotate them into the other roles. 
Adults are likely to be even more entrenched in a preferred style. 
While a number of approaches are available to determine an 
individual’s preferences across various scales, not all these 
approaches focus directly on how an individual prefers to contribute 
within a work setting. Margerison and McCann’s focus is 
particularly useful given that it expressly determines an individual’s 
preferences as related to the work context. To establish work 
preferences each individual completes the Team Management 
Profile Questionnaire. This is “a sixty item normative, forced-choice 
instrument which measures work preferences along the four key 
factors of relationships, information, decisions and organisation. 
The scores on these constructs are then mapped on to the Team 
Management Wheel resulting in a major role preference and two 
related roles” (Margerison and McCann 1995, p. 26). As can be 
seen, the Team Management Wheel (below) mirrors the ‘types of 
work’ listed earlier in the discussion.  
In mapping an individual’s team role preference to the Team 
Management Wheel, commonly the two related roles are adjacent to 
the major role, for example, Thruster-Organizer with the related 
roles of Assessor-Developer and Concluder-Producer. ‘Split wheel’ 
  
 
results are also possible. A two-way split example would be that of a 
major role of Reporter-Adviser and related roles of Creator-
Innovator and Concluder-Producer. An example of a three-way split 
would be a major role of Explorer-Promoter and related roles of 
Concluder-Producer and Upholder-Maintainer. 
 
Margerison-McCann Team Management Wheel 
Source:  Margerison, C. J., D. J. McCann, Davies, R. V. (1998, p. 27) 
The assumption is that in forming any team there is a need to have a 
balance of role preferences if the team is to be successful. However, 
in forming a team it is also important to note that a team does not 
necessarily need to be comprised of eight or nine people. While 
individuals certainly have a major role preference they will also 
comfortably contribute via their related role areas. Thus teams need 
not be of a certain size but are successful when between them, 
members are comfortable in working across all work preferences 
(Margerison and McCann 1995).  
Of the roles indicated above ‘Linker’ is not considered to be a work 
preference. Rather it is a skill that any member of the team can 
develop and it describes the ability to coordinate and integrate the 
work of the team (Margerison, McCann et al. 1998). Rushmer, 
(1998) suggested that the identification of the linking role (as 
opposed to a specific leader) reflects the TMS view of leadership 
being performed by different members of the team at different times 
rather than by one person. This conceptualisation of ‘shared 
leadership’ in no way downplays the significance of the role rather 
Margerison and McCann (1995) caution that if a team is to be 
successful it must not only be well balanced in respect to role 
preferences it must be well linked. They further emphasise that even 
“well balanced teams can fail if linking is not carried out to a high 
standard” (p. 75). As educational leaders we need to consider our 
own capacity to operate effectively within the linking role. 
While the balancing and linking is significant to the success of a 
team, Belbin (1993) maintains that as a determinant of success 
“[t]he importance of developing self-insight in the team has come 
consistently to the fore” (p. 46). Similarly Robbins and Finley 
(2000) indicate “[t]eams do not rise or fall on how people are (either 
real of perceived) deep down inside. They rise or fall on what they 
actually do, how they actually behave toward one another on the 
outside” (p. 198). Even where a team is unbalanced (particularly 
where there is little choice in the team composition) the team can be 
successful if there is an awareness and management of the 
difficulties that might arise as a result of any imbalance.  
Indeed one of the most powerful aspects of using a framework such 
as that offered by Margerison and McCann’s Team Management 
System is that it affords a powerful language to discuss the way we 
and others work without the inevitable derogatory terms and back 
stabbing. Rather than comments such as, ‘Melinda is so arrogant 
and pushy’ or ‘Gordon has such pie in the sky ideas, he’s such a 
dreamer’ — if we understand that Melinda’s major role preference 
is that of a Thruster-Organiser and Gordon is a Creator-Innovator 
then we can better understand the nature of their contribution (and 
our own). That is, when your team truly understands itself (and you) 
it will do infinitely more serious and effective work! 
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